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“Silly hours”: Facilitating More Effective Part-time Work Arrangements Through 
Work Design 
 
Abstract 
Part-time employment presents a conundrum in that it facilitates work-life priorities, while 
also, compared to equivalent full-time roles, attracting penalties such as diminished career 
prospects and lower commensurate remuneration. Recently, some promising theoretical 
developments in the job/work design literature suggest that consideration of work design may 
redress some of the penalties associated with part-time work. Adopting the framework of the 
Elaborated Model of Work Design by Parker and colleagues (2001), we examined this 
possibility through interviews with part-time professional service employees and their 
supervisors. The findings revealed that in organizations characterised by cultural norms of 
extended working hours and a singular-focused commitment to work, part-time roles were 
often inadequately re-designed when adapted from full-time arrangements. The findings also 
demonstrated that certain work design characteristics (e.g. predictability of work-flow, 
interdependencies with co-workers) render some roles more suitable for part-time 
arrangements than others. The research provides insights into gaps between policy objectives 
and outcomes associated with part-time work, challenges assumptions about the limitations of 
part-time roles, and suggests re-design strategies for more effective part-time arrangements.  
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Introduction 
Despite significant socio-demographic and economic shifts in the contours of work and 
labour markets over the past forty years, there has been surprisingly little change in the way 
work is designed. Rather, organizations have responded to change at a strategic level, 
implementing global supply chains, down-sizing workforces and re-engineering work 
processes (Barley and Kunda, 2001; Torraco, 2005). The lack of attention to the design of 
work has been linked to a number of workforce and workplace problems, such as increasing 
work hours and greater work life interference (Campbell, 2002; Pocock, Skinner and 
Pisaniello, 2010) and low productivity (Holden et al., 2010). Work design has also been 
under-theorized. Current understandings of the content and structure of jobs are 
predominantly underpinned by research generated in manufacturing industries (Grant et al., 
2010) and on workers who performed their jobs independently of each other in stand-alone 
organizations (Oldham, 1996). It is only in the last ten years that elaborations and extensions 
to job/work design theory have been posed which accommodate some of the fundamental 
shifts in contemporary work settings, particularly from manufacturing to service-related work 
(Grant, 2007; Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006; Parker, Wall and Cordery, 2001). However, 
these extended models have received little empirical attention.  
 One salient feature of change in the structure and character of work is the increasing 
prevalence of part-time work, which in OECD countries has increased dramatically over the 
last decade (OECD, 2011a). Although a range of individual and organizational benefits of 
this form of ‘flexible’ working has been demonstrated (see Eby et al., 2005; Hill et al., 2004; 
Kelly et al., 2008), empirical research has also pointed to a number of significant penalties 
(e.g., Burgess, 2005; Casper et al., 2007; Webber and Williams 2008). One reason posited for 
the penalties attached to part-time work is that it is designed in a way that is consistent with 
an ideal worker; typically a person for whom work is their primary commitment, with the 
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demands of family or community as secondary (e.g. Lewis, 1997; Perlow, 1998). The ‘ideal 
worker norm’ poses significant problems for part-time modes of work because reduced 
weekly hours challenges perceptions of unfettered commitment to the workplace.  
 This study draws on a contemporary work design model to examine the design of jobs 
held by part-time professional service employees in Australia. The study makes a number of 
important contributions. First, the findings contribute to explanations of why part-time work 
is frequently espoused in organizational policies, but in practice is often difficult for 
individuals to access and undertake. Second, the study discredits assumptions of the 
incompatibility of certain (well paid, career-enhancing) roles for part-time arrangements. 
Third, the study offers practical guidance for managers in re-designing full-time jobs for part-
time roles.   
 
Part-time work: Benefits and penalties  
Part-time work is variously defined, but we adopt a definition consistent with the Australian 
study context which is 35 hours of contracted work or less per week (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, ABS, 2007). Part-time work is often differentiated according to whether the 
employee (voluntary) or the employer (involuntary) initiated the arrangement and the type of 
work performed (retention, secondary). This study focuses on voluntary/retention part-time 
work which is initiated by the employee and usually offered by organizations as a way of 
attracting and retaining valued workers (ABS, 2007; Webber and Williams, 2008). These 
roles can also be characterized as high skilled and well paid, associated with skills 
comparable with full-time workers, and attracting a salary commensurate with full-time hours 
(Dick, 2009; Webber and Williams, 2008). 
 Empirical evidence suggests there are substantial benefits associated with part-time 
work (e.g., Higgins, Duxbury and Johnson, 2000; Lewis and Den Dulk, 2010; Stone, 2007). 
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However, research has also identified a considerable gap between comparable part-time and 
full-time roles, even when undertaken on a voluntary basis and after controlling for 
observable personal and job characteristics such as pay, training opportunities and career 
prospects (OECD, 2010). For example, part-time employees frequently report being assigned 
less complex and lower status tasks than their full-time peers (e.g. Burgess, 2005; 
Charlesworth and Whittenbury, 2007) and in many organizations, part-time roles are 
approved only under certain conditions, such as when they involve no direct external client 
contact, a low complexity of tasks, flexible deadlines and no or few responsibilities for 
subordinates (Lirio et al., 2008; McDonald, Bradley and Brown, 2008). These penalties are 
associated with the low rate of women’s ascension into higher management positions and the 
entrenchment of gender inequities such as pay gaps and lower retirement incomes (Bennetts, 
2007; Jacobs and Gerson, 2004; OECD, 2010).  
 While professional part-time work is often considered good quality, evidence suggests 
that some of the penalties associated with part-time work may be amplified for managers and 
professionals where there are no clear limits on workloads (Kossek and Lee, 2008; Stone, 
2007). Professional part-time workers experience significant work intensification, often 
producing the same level and quality of output as full-time workers while receiving less 
remuneration (Dick, 2009; Kossek and Lee, 2008). Moreover, professional part-time 
arrangements are typically negotiated privately with the employee's manager who may have 
received little or no guidance in re-structuring the role, thus making the arrangement 
discretionary, ad hoc and vulnerable to corporate restructuring (e.g. Dick, 2009; Tomlinson, 
2004; Webber and Williams, 2008). Some scholars ascribe the penalties associated with part-
time work to the logical consequence of a choice between the opportunities afforded by full-
time work and fulfilling outside work responsibilities (Dick, 2010; Hakim, 1995). Others 
have argued that increasingly, dated work structures based on continuous, full-time, long 
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hours are the root of the problem and that it is work, not individuals, that should change 
(Stone, 2007; Webbers and Williams, 2008).   
 
Job/work design theory and part-time work  
The concept of job design, which is primarily concerned with the content and structure of the 
jobs individuals perform (Oldham, 1996), emerged from the Industrial Revolution in the 18th 
century when manufacturing became a predominant economic activity (Morgeson and 
Campion, 2003; Parker and Wall, 1998). Original conceptualizations of job design were 
extended in the early 20th century (Taylor, 1911) and later in the 1960s and 1970s, through 
the development of job enrichment models which sought to enhance workers’ satisfaction, 
autonomy and productivity (e.g. Hackman and Oldham, 1976; Herzberg, 1966). However, 
research on job design stalled in the 1980s and has only recently experienced a resurgence in 
interest (Morgeson and Humphrey, 2008).  
 Traditionally, the focus of job design was on the activities and tasks performed by an 
individual on a day-to-day basis (Morgeson and Humphrey, 2008). More recently, however, 
the focus has broadened beyond specific employment tasks to be renamed work design. This 
shift in nomenclature acknowledges that a job does not exist in isolation and that context 
should be considered when designing work (e.g. Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006; Oldham 
and Hackman, 2010; Parker, Wall and Cordery, 2001). Work design is hence defined as the 
‘study, creation and modification of the composition, content, structure and environment 
within which jobs and roles are enacted’ (Morgeson and Humphrey, 2008, p. 47).  
 There is increasing recognition of the potential for using work design frameworks to 
bridge policy-practice gaps associated with flexible work in order to reconcile the ‘dual 
agendas’ of organizational effectiveness and individual work-life boundary goals (e.g. Batt 
and Valcour, 2003; Moen, Kelly and Hill, 2011; Rapoport et al., 2002). Batt and Valcour 
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(2003), for example, demonstrated a stronger link between selected work design 
characteristics (autonomy, use of technology, team collaboration, work hours and travel) and 
the ability to manage work and family demands and intentions to stay with the organization, 
compared to other HR incentives such as the availability of work-family policies, job security 
and training. While studies of work design have not placed specific emphasis on part-time 
work, the benefits of considering work design elements in the provision of clusters of 
‘flexible work arrangements’ suggest the potential in doing so. Also supporting our approach 
of examining part-time work using holistic work design frameworks are previous studies of 
part-time work which, while not intentionally underpinned by work design theory, have 
nonetheless explored characteristics of work design, such as autonomy and team size, and 
how they affect the outcomes of part-time arrangements (e.g. Buck, Lee and MacDermid, 
2002). 
 While several work design models have been proposed for contemporary work 
environments (see Grant, 2007; Morgeson and Campion, 2003; Parker, Wall and Cordery, 
2001), we adopt the Elaborated Model of Work Design (EMWD; see Figure 1) (Parker, Wall 
and Cordery, 2001, p. 420).  
Insert Figure 1 about here 
 This model is ideal for the examination of part-time professional work as the key 
constructs align closely with relevant themes in the part-time work literature, including 
autonomy, managerial support and organizational context (Lee, Hourquet and MacDermid, 
2002; Moen, 2008; Rapoport et al., 2002). However, rather than select particular attributes of 
work design, this study explores work design more holistically to understand which elements 
are important for part-time roles in a given context. The model also facilitates crucial insights 
into the socio-relational and teamwork dimensions of part-time arrangements, as it is unlikely 
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that hours can be reduced without some impact on the individual, their colleagues, 
subordinates or manager (Grant and Parker, 2009).  
 
Methods 
The study examined part-time roles in professional service organizations. This contextual 
focus reflects a ‘politically important case’ (Miles and Huberman, 1994) in the sense that 
full-time roles in these organizations typically involve long hours, extensive travel and 
unpredictable assignments (Hewlett, 2010; Kossek and Lee, 2008); thus offering highly 
visible comparative dimensions to normative working modes. The rarity of part-time work in 
these organizations was initially evident in the difficulties encountered in accessing a sample. 
Despite the fact that Australia has one of the highest rates of part-time work in the world, 
with 25% of all workers and 40% of women working part-time (OECD, 2011b), take-up rates 
in three of the study organizations was less than 5%. Some participants were the first in their 
departments, and in some cases the entire organization, to work part-time. It was particularly 
difficult to access men working part-time though we were able to include three men in the 
sample.  
 A purposeful sampling technique and criterion-based selection were utilized in order 
to maximize the range of characteristics (e.g. gender, age, industry, profession) theoretically 
important to the research aims (Maxwell, 1996). Only individuals engaged in client-facing 
roles were included in the sample because providing knowledge and expertise to clients is 
central to career-oriented roles in professional service organizations (Von Nordenflycht, 
2010). The individual, as well as their self-nominated manager where possible, were 
interviewed to ensure that different perspectives of the same part-time role could be 
triangulated. The demographic characteristics of the final sample are illustrated in Table 1. 
Insert Table 1 about here 
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 Semi-structured interviews were employed as the principle data collection method. To 
address the difficulty of eliciting tacit knowledge about part-time work design, the interview 
questions, which corresponded with the three main areas of the EMWD, that is, antecedents, 
work characteristics and outcomes, sought explicit comparisons between the design of current 
part-time roles with comparative full-time roles. Interviews were digitally recorded and 
transcribed.  
 The data were initially free-coded following a search for relevant aspects of the part-
time work design to identify patterns across manager/subordinate dyad and within and 
between organizations in different sectors. This strategy enabled the identification of the full 
range of relevant work design elements for these roles while ensuring they were not limited 
to the a priori constructs in the theoretical framework. A form of axial coding was then used, 
whereby data were organized according to the pre-selected categories (Strauss and Corbin, 
1990), as outlined in the EMWD (see Figure 1). The Results section below is structured 
according to these areas: Work context (factors external and internal to the organization; 
individual attributes); work characteristics (individual-level, group-level); and work 
outcomes (individual/group, organizational, client) (Parker, Wall and Cordery, 2001). We 
refer to the category ‘antecedents’ in the EMWD as ‘work context’ because these elements 
did not necessarily come before work design, but were rather ongoing circumstantial or 
situational factors that affected how work was designed.  
 
Results 
Half the participants’ roles were only minimally re-designed in the transition from a full-time 
to part-time arrangement. Although their remuneration level had been pro-rated, the core 
characteristics of these roles, such as performance objectives and workload, had not changed. 
For four of these eight part-time individuals, their actual work hours had not declined either 
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since their contracted hours had been reduced and they reported working in excess of fifty 
hours a week. For the remaining four participants whose roles had been only minimally re-
designed, similar productivity levels were achieved by limiting personal activities, delegating 
tasks to colleagues and reducing non-billable work such as attending networking functions. In 
effect, then, the lack of attention to re-designing these part-time roles had led to significant 
work intensification as a way of maintaining personal productivity. In contrast, the remaining 
eight employees indicated a number of aspects of their role had been re-designed in the 
transition from full-time to part-time work. The following results consider both these 
scenarios (minimal and more substantial re-design).   
 
Work context: Culture and managerial support  
Both managers and part-time workers confirmed what has been well established in the part-
time work literature, that is, the importance of organizational culture and management 
support for effectively undertaking a part-time role. Evidence of highly competitive cultures 
that normalized long work hours and required a high level of presenteeism (Sheridan, 2004) 
to, as one respondent reflected, ‘defend your space’, was frequently noted. However, 
management support for part-time arrangements varied between organizations. A manager in 
a multinational IT organization, for example, reported that a request to work part-time 
initiates a process that in effect asks why ‘this person is not coping with their work’, and 
consequently whether their request is the ‘best strategy to cope with overwork’ or 
alternatively, whether they do not have ‘the right skills for the role’. Conversely, the same 
request in a smaller, national IT consulting firm initiated a negotiation process that began 
with establishing ‘what the individual wants’ and moved to strategies that aimed to meet 
those needs. Hence, even if all responses to requests for part-time arrangements were well-
intentioned, there were marked differences between managers, some who perceived these 
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requests as burdensome and possibly related to a lack of capacity on the part of the employee, 
and others who perceived requests as requiring shared responsibility and offering the 
potential for competitive advantage for the organization. 
 
Work context: Knowledge sharing  
One of the key challenges of effectively performing these part-time roles was the continuity 
of work. Several individual and manager respondents explained that because professional 
services work is based on knowledge and expertise (Teece, 2003), absences led to difficulties 
articulating and transferring knowledge from one individual to another. Several managers 
described significant challenges associated with client service delivery roles, in particular 
where the employee was the sole expert on which others were dependent:   
If you were running the payroll for xyz company and it fell down and that was your 
day off ... if you were the only person that could fix that ... that is an issue. 
 The importance of considering the transfer of knowledge, an aspect missing in older 
models of job design based on manufacturing work, was articulated by a part-time employee 
in a multinational accounting organization:  
We’ve got a lot of expertise and experience but we’re not making widgets, so it’s not 
like I clock off and somebody else clocks on and picks up exactly where you are. 
They need to know what you’ve done in the last eight hours. 
 Two managers reported that they had mitigated potential problems in transferring tacit 
knowledge between staff members, some of whom worked part-time. Both provided services 
as a team in the sense of having ‘multiple points that can step in’, rather than making one 
person ultimately responsible. As a manager in a multinational accounting firm explained, 
this strategy had several benefits:  
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We don’t like putting people out on their own. Single persons get disconnected. If 
they’ve all got people cross-skilled and cross-trained then if someone leaves you’re 
not left in the lurch. So it’s a smart thing to do from a business perspective. Not just to 
support the part-time workers. 
 This approach to the design of work had been implemented for alternative business 
reasons but had nonetheless made it easier to facilitate part-time arrangements.  
 
Work context: Indirect work  
Another relevant design aspect of part-time work was the volume of indirect work necessary 
for providing professional services to clients. Respondents, both managers and part-time 
workers, listed a number of critical indirect work tasks that were central to their roles, 
including developing relationships with clients, travel, pursuing business opportunities, 
updating personal skills, attending meetings, mentoring junior staff, and compliance 
activities. One manager, in describing high non-client work requirements, estimated that only 
‘180 days a year can be used for business’. A substantial indirect workload is likely to be 
integral to all knowledge-based service work but is arguably amplified in professional 
services roles, where, as one respondent phrased it, there are ‘two bosses; the organization 
that employs you and the client’. Chargeable client work can account for most of the 
employee's contracted hours, with the indirect work performed outside standard business 
hours. As one respondent in IT consulting described: 
It didn’t help me being part-time and trying to juggle a baby and then giving the baby 
to my husband on the weekend… to progress you’ve got delivery, working on clients, 
and then you’ve also got all the extras that they expect from you. 
 Indirect work was also seen as problematic for part-time roles because of the 
impracticality of making it pro-rata; for example, attending a fraction of a training course or 
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international trip. Several respondents had either accidentally or intentionally designed their 
roles to address this problem. Two of the men approaching retirement had earlier resigned but 
had sub-contracted their services back through their former employer to clients; effectively 
making them self-employed. A major change in their role was eliminating a substantial 
portion of their former indirect work, such as risk management activities, attending meetings 
and managing subordinates. Other employee respondents reported minimizing tasks 
associated with maintaining internal and external networks for business development and 
attending non-essential meetings.  
 
Work content: Autonomy  
Professional workers have comparatively high levels of overall autonomy, however, different 
aspects of autonomy can vary (Lawrence and Corwin, 2003). This is a component of work 
design rarely differentiated in previous studies of flexible work but which was found to be 
highly relevant to the design and perceived success of these part-time arrangements. One 
example was the autonomy to recruit staff which in some cases had facilitated effective part-
time arrangements: 
So I said to the general counsel for the client, we simply don’t have the resources ... 
what I suggest is that we engage two junior counsel ... and we will get the job done in 
time for you. The client agreed to that and we delivered the job a day early ... Yes, I 
worked hard but I didn’t have to kill myself in the process. Nor did the rest of my 
staff.   
 Other participants expressed that their part-time arrangement would be more 
manageable if they were able to recruit staff, but that they did not have that authority over 
budget or recruiting:  
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In our organization that’s a nightmare. You have to get approval from God to hire 
somebody basically (laughter). 
 These findings are consistent with earlier studies which show that professionals often 
have discretion over when they work but not over how they work, or deadlines, meeting 
times and workloads which contribute to longer work hours (Campbell, 2002; Perlow, 1998). 
However, several respondents had either accidentally or intentionally designed their roles to 
address this problem. The self-employed men approaching retirement claimed that being self-
employed rather than working as an employee gave them more control over the selection of 
work, clients and projects that suited their availability.  
 Contrary to assertions about the incompatibility of part-time arrangements and senior 
roles, autonomy in some very senior roles actually facilitated effective part-time 
arrangements. An IT consultant who had worked part-time for fifteen years and who had 
progressed through several levels of the organizational hierarchy found that: 
As I got promoted, part of the advantage of that is that the management ... you can do 
it to suit...you can have a team meeting on a day you want … Whether you are there 
every day or not doesn't really matter ... there was a lot of autonomy. 
 
Work content: Predictability, urgency and flexibility of deadlines 
The timing of work was also important in designing effective part-time roles. This is perhaps 
self-evident in that part-time work, by definition, involves reduced work hours, but it is 
especially relevant in the context of professional services where work hours can be 
unbounded (Lawrence and Corwin, 2003). The findings suggest that it is not deadlines 
themselves that are problematic, but rather the type of deadline. While client engagements for 
all participants were project-based and quickly moved from ambiguous to fixed terms of 
engagement, deadlines that were rigid, short and arising from unpredictable requirements 
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were repeatedly mentioned as raising difficulties for part-time employees. The following 
response from a participant in the accounting industry illustrated this in the context of urgent 
valuations as part of an acquisition:    
If there was a ... turnaround time of a week, the partner wouldn’t put me on that job. 
Even if I was free for three days, it’s just pointless because it’s five days full time. 
 Another respondent in the IT industry had found working as a part-time project 
manager the most difficult: 
 Because issues come up every day and people can't wait for another day ... You’ve 
just got to avoid those sorts of jobs ... While I could be involved on those projects, I 
couldn’t project manage them.  
 Rigidity of deadlines and those outside of the control of the organization were also 
considered challenging. One manager explained that with advisory projects, ‘you can always 
go to a client ... and it’s a close personal relationship’, and deadlines can be negotiated. In 
contrast, with system delivery projects, ‘the client is a lot less forgiving’ because ‘there is a 
lot of money tied up’ in the delivery occurring on a particular date. Some redesign options 
had been implemented to mitigate these deadline issues, such as contingency plans when the 
‘unpredictability’ was considered ‘predictable’, and more resources were allocated. Another 
group had started questioning ‘whose deadline is it?’ when urgent requests came to the group, 
prompting the setting of more reasonable timeframes.   
 
Work content: Teamwork and interdependencies 
Another significant design characteristic of part-time work was teamwork and the associated 
level of interdependence. Where roles had been restructured to accommodate the part-time 
arrangement, invariably interdependencies had been reduced, either by limiting the number of 
subordinates or the number of clients. For some part-time workers, high levels and numbers 
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of interdependencies created difficulties because their role involved frequent meetings and 
interruptions, illustrated in the following account from an IT project manager:  
You can’t necessarily lock yourself away and sit down and get your job done. You 
will have people rushing at you for ... issues that come up. ...so they can’t actually get 
to what they need to do. 
 The type of interdependency was also crucial. For example, the respondents 
performing consulting and IT project work reported that clients are usually integrally 
involved in delivery of the service and work predominantly occurs at the client’s site. In 
contrast, for the respondents in law and accounting, high levels of interdependence were 
often limited to the start and end of the engagement, with work conducted mostly from the 
organization’s office until the final delivery to the client. Not only did a lower level of client 
interaction reduce the number of interdependencies, it meant that clients were often unaware 
of the part-time arrangement.   
 Although fewer interdependencies were preferable for some part-time roles, in others, 
interdependencies had been facilitative. This was the case in the earlier example where work 
was managed by deploying people in teams. Another form of interdependence that was 
repeatedly cited by both managers and part-time workers as key to the design of part-time 
arrangements was the ability to delegate. A part-time director and accountant claimed ‘I 
delegate a lot more’ and ‘give people more responsibility’, which she believed was a key 
point of difference in her former full-time role. A general manager, overseeing a large 
number of part-time arrangements, found lack of delegation was often the cause of an 
employee’s struggling with containing work to part-time hours:  
Sometimes it’s just about reminding them they have a good team … Why don’t you 
start delegating and bring this person in and start mentoring them? ... Which 
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ultimately is better for the manager because then they can rely on them for other 
things. 
 Thus, the evidence here suggests a distinction between interdependencies that 
facilitate knowledge and workload sharing and those that increase workload and create over-
reliance between team members.  
 
Work outcomes: Individual,organizational, client 
Work is performed to achieve certain results, irrespective of whether the design is intentional, 
evolutionary or accidental. Thus the final component of the EMWD, and arguably the crux of 
job/work design models, relates to the outcomes of work. Managers from several 
multinational organizations reported that one of reasons part-time roles were feasible in their 
organization was because they ‘measured by outcomes’ rather than hours on the job. 
However, even in these organizations, outcome-focused perspectives did not apply to 
promotion opportunities. Indeed, while all respondents from large multinational firms 
reported complex and detailed performance measures for all employees, the same 
respondents could not articulate the basis for promotion or remuneration increases, as this 
was deemed ‘more subjective’. One manager, who had oversight of all part-time 
arrangements in the Australian division of his organization reported that he had no doubt that 
‘it [part-time work] puts people on a holding pattern’. When asked why this was slower than 
pro-rata would suggest, he replied that it was because of the ‘very high achieving culture, 
where people just do silly hours and really go above and beyond because they are so career 
driven’ and this was ultimately rewarded.    
 From the client perspective, managers and part-time respondents reported that 
engaging a part-time person enabled the client to have access to high calibre skills that would 
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have not otherwise be available in the marketplace or would be too expensive to purchase on 
a full-time basis. One manager described it as: 
Pairing a greybeard with a bunch of junior burghers - that actually works well as a 
consolidated team. And they’ve got the continuity with the full-time junior resources, 
but then they’ve got the sort of strategic high level thinking that [the client] can 
afford. 
 Considering outcomes from the perspective of the client was also discussed as a 
salient aspect of professional service work when the client was a co-provider of the service 
(Mills and Morris, 1986). This aspect of work design has not been considered previously but 
in the context of professional services work, was critical to the perceived effectiveness of the 
part-time role.  
 From the perspective of the individual, beneficial outcomes of part-time roles were, 
unsurprisingly, considered to rest on freeing up time for family and personal interests. 
Unexpectedly, however, some perceived personal benefits were cited even by respondents 
whose work hours had remained unchanged since undertaking a full-time role, in that they 
‘did not feel guilty’ for taking a day off, even if it meant ‘working over the weekend to catch 
up’. The reported personal costs of minimal re-design were low job satisfaction and high 
work life conflict. Five respondents who worked in minimally re-designed part-time jobs 
reported that they had previously sought a new employer or role, or requested an internal 
transfer in an attempt to find a ‘better’ (usually defined as one with a manageable workload) 
part-time arrangement. 
 From the perspective of the organization, the beneficial outcomes of allowing or 
supporting part-time work were the increased productivity and retention that resulted from 
approving requests for part-time work, assisting managers to cater to peaks and troughs in 
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demand. One part-time employee described how her willingness to adjust her hours had 
benefitted the organization: 
And then if there was any gap between this job and another, I’d say I’m not coming to 
work … I’d much prefer to be home. For a small company starting out, they couldn’t 
believe their luck that I only wanted to be there when I was productive. 
 Other benefits cited by managers included that part-time employees were ‘fresher’ for 
work, had greater maturity, could read people and had excellent organization and time 
management skills that positively influenced colleagues. However, support for part-time 
work was not universal. One manager felt the organization had allowed too many part-time 
arrangements, negatively impacting productivity due to increased time spent sharing 
information and re-familiarising with tasks. He also cited the additional costs associated with 
infrastructure, such as office space. A significant problem for this organization was also that 
part-time managers were not able to progress to partnership because this level of seniority 
was not available on a part-time basis. This practice consequently obstructed internal 
promotion channels.  
 
Conclusions 
Previous studies have been inclined to consider part-time work either as a subset of flexible 
work practices or as a uniform phenomenon with little differentiation in content.  This study 
focused on the design characteristics of voluntary, retention part-time work undertaken by 
professional service providers. Through the utilization of the EMWD (Parker et al, 2001), the 
study demonstrated that it is not the type of part-time work that determines its quality and 
effectiveness, but rather how the work is designed. Some jobs, indeed half of the roles 
investigated, were designed in the much the same way as their full-time equivalents, 
suggesting that supervisors are frequently ignorant or neglectful of the need to adapt the tasks 
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and expectations associated with roles undertaken in part-time hours. For the roles that had 
been re-designed, the importance of autonomy and management support was highlighted, 
confirming previous studies of part-time work. The findings also challenged many of the 
assumptions noted in previous scholarship about the kinds of roles considered unsuitable for 
part-time work such as those involving client-facing, cognitively complex or management 
responsibilities (Lirio et al., 2008; McDonald, Bradley and Brown, 2008). The study also 
provided empirical evidence of role characteristics that, without redesign, pose greater 
challenges for work undertaken on a part-time basis, including unpredictability, a large 
component of ‘indirect’ work, high levels of interdependencies or a solo specialization.  
However, even in these roles, re-design strategies were identified that could assist managers 
to cater to part-time work requests. 
 The findings provide plausible explanations for some of the seemingly intractable 
penalties associated with part-time roles, irrespective of skill level or status. Where the 
practice of re-designing a full-time role to accommodate part-time hours extends only insofar 
as pro rating salary, it is unsurprising that reduced work-life conflict or retention benefits may 
not result (Beauregard and Henry, 2009). Indeed, the findings here revealed clear links 
between minimal work redesign and work intensification, limiting opportunities for 
successfully integrating paid work and non-work responsibilities. While work intensification 
has also been noted as a problematic phenomena in previous scholarship addressing 
(professional) part-time work (e.g. Lewis, 2001; McDonald, Bradley and Brown, 2009), this 
study revealed how part-time workers attempted to control the impact of overwork by 
minimizing indirect tasks such networking and business development activities and avoiding 
engagement in projects involving extensive client contact. However, minimizing these 
activities which are often integral to professional service roles, undoubtedly limited 
promotion and development opportunities, which partly explains why part-time work is often 
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associated with significant, negative career implications. Other work design elements in the 
professional services context, such as the lack of consistency between performance measures 
and performance rewards, further suggests that normative notions of who is committed and 
competent remains consistent with a full-time employee working extreme hours in a ‘one size 
fits all’ role.  
 The lack of redesign strategies exemplifies the problem of flexible work and other 
‘work-life’ strategies failing to live up to the goals of facilitating integration between 
employees’ life domains (see Fleetwood, 2007; Lewis, 2001) . For some organizations in this 
study, the provision of part-time arrangements involved little more than defining a policy, 
approving a request and reducing remuneration, while expecting the individual to take 
responsibility for making the arrangement effective. In contrast, other organizations had 
instituted an iterative process of negotiation around the business requirements of the work 
unit and the individual needs of the employee, resulting in the successful redesign of the 
individual role, or the redesign of multiple roles within a team that accommodated part-time 
work. Some of the more creative re-design strategies included providing part-time workers 
with the autonomy and authority to recruit staff and delegate, and pairing experienced with 
less experienced staff to enable continuity. Training and supporting managers to use these 
and other work design strategies may go some way towards redressing the gap between 
policies that espouse part-time (and other flexible) work, and the practices that actively 
support such roles.  
  In addition to addressing work-life balance goals, building understandings of the 
design characteristics relevant to part-time work has other potential flow-on benefits for 
employees, managers and organizations. Employees may be able to seek certain types of 
roles or organizations that accommodate part-time work; for example, organizations that 
provide high autonomy or a role in a competent team. For organizations and managers, 
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knowledge of work design provides the means for articulating aspects of a role that may 
require additional support or re-design to accommodate mutual needs and promote 
productivity. Moreover, by analyzing the characteristics of work design, roles across 
organizations and industries can be objectively compared to determine whether limitations 
imposed on part-time roles are substantive or normative.  For example, some organizations 
did not allow part-time arrangements in certain positions such as partner, whereas similar 
roles in other organizations were effectively conducted on a part-time basis. Intentional or 
otherwise, restricting the range of jobs and development opportunities has obvious negative 
implications for individuals but may also be detrimental to organizational effectiveness if it 
leads to turnover and the subsequent loss of valuable skills.  
 The use of purposive sampling in this study was designed to maximize the 
characteristics theoretically relevant to part-time work design and is considered an 
appropriate strategy for exploratory or field research (Neuman, 2006). However, the 
disadvantage of this approach is that the sample was not representative of the large 
population of non-professional part-time employees (Webber and Williams, 2008) whose 
arrangements are often employer-initiated, precarious, low skilled and/or repetitive. A closer 
empirical focus on work design for these involuntary, secondary part-time workers is 
warranted, but it is likely that the critical structures, processes and outcomes of work design 
for such employees will be markedly different to those in the professional services 
occupations examined here. Another limitation of the study is one levelled at much work 
design literature; that it focuses predominantly on employees’ self-assessment of work 
characteristics and outcomes (Humphrey, Nahgang and Morgeson, 2007). Future research 
could address this limitation by examining the individual, organizational and client outcome 
elements of the EMWD or other job design models, allowing for a more objective assessment 
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of the impact of varying work context and content characteristics, including insights into the 
gaps between flexible work policy objectives and outcomes. 
 In conclusion, this study proffers three main developments on previous research on 
part-time work and work design. First, it provides empirical evidence to explain policy-
practice gaps in relation to part-time, and perhaps other modes of flexible work. Second, the 
data provide support for existing insights, as well as some new insights, into the root causes 
of the penalties associated with part-time work. Finally, the outcomes of the study provide the 
basis for potential strategies by organizational leadership teams and line managers which 
address these penalties and which offer opportunities for more effectively designed part-time 
work arrangements. 
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Table 1. Demographics of the sample.  
Employees N (F) N (M) Employees N (total) 
Sex 13 3 
Reason for working part-time 
 
   Family responsibilities 
 
   Semi-retirement 
 
   Personal/employment  
 
interests 
 
 
11 
 
0 
 
2 
 
 
1 
 
2 
 
0 
Dependent children 
 
   None 
 
   Pre-school 
 
   School age 
 
   Post-school age  
 
 
3 
 
7 
 
4 
 
2 
Supervisors N (F) 
 
N (M) 
 
Seniority/position 
 
   Partner 
 
   Gen. manager/senior exec 
 
   Director or Associate 
 
   Other (e.g. legal counsel) 
 
 
3 
 
2 
 
7 
 
4 
Sex 1 7 
Organizations Multi/Nat Private 
Industry 
 
   Information technology 
 
   Accounting 
 
   Legal 
 
   Management consulting 
 
 
3 
 
3 
 
0 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
1 
 
1 
 
0 
Contracted hours 
 
   1 day 
 
   2-3 days 
 
   4 days 
 
   variable 
 
 
1 
 
5 
 
9 
 
1 
 
